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Lefty blogger Matthew Yglesias has a new post calling for “offsetting decreases in baseline defense spending” to
pay for the war in Afghanistan. He touts a study by the left-wing Center for American Progress which argues for
$40 billion in defense modernization cuts.

“We do live in a world of limited resources,” Yglesias laments,

and it doesn’t make sense to build every weapons platform that it might be nice to have, or to
engage costly and lengthy efforts to stabilize every nation that it might be nice to stabilize. The
country’s not going to get out of its long-term fiscal jam until we stop pretending that magical
‘war bonds,’ rather than real resources, pay for these military commitments.

Yes, indeed, let’s stop pretending. Let’s stop pretending that U.S. defense spending is exorbitant or
unsustainable — and let’s especially stop pretending that spending on weapons systems is wasteful,
unnecessary, redundant, or somehow busting the federal budget.

Yglesias and the Center for American Progress identify $40 billion in cuts to offset the estimated $30 billion that
it will cost for the Afghan troop surge. In absolute dollar terms, $30 billion, or $40 billion, is certainly a lot of
money; but in relative terms, it doesn’t amount to much.

The $30 billion “amounts to roughly 0.2 percent of the estimated size of the economy in 2010,” reports
Heritage Foundation analyst Baker Spring. Heritage provides further context and perspective:

The $51 billion cost of the [Afghan] war in 2009 is just 1.4% of the $3.5 trillion spent by
Washington that year and 2.8% of the $1.4 trillion budget deficit. Even though overall defense
spending has grown 81% in real terms since 9/11, it is still responsible for less than 19% of all
new spending over that period.

What’s more, the so-called stimulus package cost $787 billion. That’s 20 to 25 times as much as the defense
cuts Yglesias champions. Why not, then, cut $40 billion in pork from the so-called stimulus package? Why force
cuts on the defense budget? Why now after the Obama administration has just enacted the most significant
weapons systems cuts in more than 30 years?

Obama’s cuts included cancelation of Future Combat Systems, elimination of eight new Army combat vehicles
types, termination of the F-22 fighter jet, and abandonment of the Transformational Satellite program.

Defense spending, in fact, accounts for just 20 percent of the federal budget; and it consumes between four and
five percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Under President Obama, moreover, defense spending is
projected to decline to less than three percent of GDP — an historic low at a time of war. And an increasing
share of the defense budget is being consumed by pay and benefits, especially healthcare, not weapon
systems.
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To be sure, America’s long-term fiscal jam is real and worsening — but not because of defense expenditures.
The impending fiscal train wreck is attributable solely to runaway entitlement spending. Indeed, as Heritage
points out:

The entire cost of military operations in Afghanistan in 2009 was less than the increase in
Social Security spending, which grew by $66 billion over the course of the year — from $617
billion in 2008 to $683 billion in 2009. Medicare, Medicaid, and other entitlements are also
growing faster than tax revenues at an unsustainable rate of around 8% per year.

One year of welfare under Obama eclipses [the] seven-year cost of [the] Iraq War:
According to the Congressional Research Service, the cost of the Iraq war through the end of
the Bush Administration was around $622 billion. By contrast, annual federal and state means-
tested welfare spending will reach $888 billion in FY 2010. Federal welfare spending alone will
equal $697 billion in that year.

The Obama administration’s answer to this problem is to make things worse, by enacting a costly new
entitlement — healthcare “reform” — that will cost at least $1 trillion and perhaps as much as $4.9 trillion over
20 years.

Health spending and entitlements are the targets against which the fiscal hawks’ ire should be directed — not
the defense budget, which is already low in historic terms and dangerously low vis-à-vis our international
commitments and obligations.

Again, as Heritage observes:

Paying for World War II cost nearly half of the nation’s economy or gross domestic product
(GDP). Fighting the Korean War consumed about 14% of GDP; and the Vietnam War cost
about 9%.  By contrast, the portion of the defense budget that funds wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan is just 1% of GDP in 2009.

President Obama calls Afghanistan and the larger war on terror a war of necessity. Yet his supporters begrudge
spending even 1% of the GDP to fight this war – jealous of every nickel that they covet instead to expand the
domestic welfare state.

But not only is this war cheap in relative terms — it’s too cheap. The Defense Department — and especially the
ground forces (the Army and the Marine Corps), which are fighting this war — have been asked to do too much
for too long with too little. That’s why we’ve had soldiers doing three or four deployments in five years; and
that’s why we have soldiers riding in combat vehicles that were designed in the 1970s.

The reality is that America needs to significantly increase defense spending. We need a substantially larger
Army and Marine Corps; and our troops require more modern gear and equipment.

Our troops are engaged, after all, in a 21st Century conflict; yet they are dependent, in large part, on
antiquated weapons systems. The Cold War is over; and a new era of irregular asymmetric warfare has begun.
Military modernization is long overdue and urgently needed — now.

You can argue over particular weapon systems, as I have here at FrumForum. For example, I am not entirely
convinced that additional F-22 fighter jets would do our military much good. The F-22, after all, has not been
used in either Iraq or Afghanistan; and a war with China is highly unlikely in my judgment.

In any case, the United States already has 187 F-22 Raptors. I’d much rather network our ground forces and
give our soldiers and Marines a truly modernized, 21st Century ground combat vehicle. Still, the reality is that
we don’t know exactly what the future holds. That’s why our military must be prepared to fight any and all
potential adversaries.

Who, after all, predicted 9-11 and the war in Afghanistan? Certainly, not the U.S. military nor our intelligence
agencies. Indeed, the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. James Cartwright has observed that,
prior to 9-11, not a single Pentagon war plan in the 1980s or ‘90s included Afghanistan as a potential area of
operations for the U.S. military.

So while we certainly can argue about the utility of select weapons systems, the reality is that comprehensive
military modernization is not a luxury; it is a necessity.

It is a necessity if America wishes to remain militarily dominant and able to effectively project military power
abroad in all potential operational contingencies. And it is a necessity if we wish to keep our fighting men and
women as safe and free from harm as is humanly possible.

In short, America needs to modernize its military; America can afford to modernize its military; and America
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1balconesfault // Dec 23, 2009 at 9:21 am

Just so people understand … that spending on Medicare and Social Security is because for decades,
America has specifically withdrawn money from people’s paychecks each week with the promise that
the Government would be paying them money back and covering their medical expenses (as well as
providing disability benefits should they be injured and unable to work, or survivor benefits to their
dependents should they pass away and no longer be able to support them).

In fact, during the 80’s, when Reagan cut taxes while jacking up defense spending, the only reason
the federal deficit didn’t spin even further out of balance was because Uncle Sam went back to
middle class taxpayers who make the majority of the contributions to Social Security and had us all
bump up our contributions.

If we wanted the military that Guardiano fetishes after, we should have been keeping tax rates
much higher over the years to finance it, so that we wouldn’t have been having to borrow against
that Social Security trust fund all those years to build more carriers and nukes and F-22’s.

2teabag // Dec 23, 2009 at 9:45 am

Actually what we object to is TWO wars being paid for Off budget and never being included in the
deficit. We object to those wars being financed on the China credit card.

I have never seen a supposedly fiscal conservative say that this was wrong. Or that taxes should
have increased to pay for these wars. That is why you Mr Neocon John have no credibility at all.

3teabag // Dec 23, 2009 at 9:59 am

We also object to No Bid Contracts to groups like KBR and Halliburton. Who use the part of the cash
not pocketed by the contractor to build crappy accommodation and shower blocks that electrocute
our own soldiers!

Conservative policy in action. Fraud on a huge sale to kill our own kids! Utterly shameful.

43 RESPONSES SO FAR

must modernize its military — now.

It’s too bad Matthew Yglesias and the Democratic Left don’t understand this. After all, a Democratic president
once famously said that, under his leadership, America would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any
hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”

Today’s Democratic president says something quite different. Because of the “economic crisis,” he says, and
because of “more fierce” “competition within the global economy,” “we simply can’t afford to ignore the price of
these wars” in Iraq and Afghanistan.

“I refuse to set goals that go beyond our responsibility, our means, or our interests,” he says.

But like it or not, policing the planet is America’s responsibility; and doing so is certainly within our national
security interests and well within our (financial) means. The United States, after all, is a global power, with
international reach and influence. And if we do not defeat the enemy abroad, then the enemy will come to our
shores, as he did on 9-11. And that is a cost no American should have to bear.

Modernize the military — not because we want to, but because we have to. Now.
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4sinz54 // Dec 23, 2009 at 10:12 am

Guardiano:

But like it not, policing the planet is America’s responsibility

Conservatives NEVER used to believe that.

During the Cold War, America answered the call to defend freedom in the face of Soviet imperialism,
which began with their conquest of the Baltic states in the 1930s and continued through their
invasion of Afghanistan in the late 1970s.

But after the Cold War ended and the USSR fell apart, conservatives like me argued that the U.S.
should avoid foreign entanglements where possible.

We’re not at war against Islam. We’re at war against a collection of radical Islamist terrorist groups
because they attacked us–not because it’s our responsibility to “police the planet.”

5sinz54 // Dec 23, 2009 at 10:21 am

The underlying reason for this position paper is that Obama’s supporters have turned against him on
his 30,000 troop surge in Afghanistan. And they’re trying to force him to choose between it and
various undesirable alternatives.

I used to read the left-wing blogs like HuffPo and TPMCafe during the 2008 campaign. At the time,
these lefties were sure that Obama’s tough talk on Afghanistan was just a smokescreen designed to
make him look less peacenik, given his dovishness on the Iraq War. And they were sure that once
Obama got into office, he would follow the advice of Zinn and Chomsky and get America completely
out of the world’s hair.

But now it turns out that Obama meant what he said about Afghanistan–he’s determined to succeed
there. And he escalated the U.S. effort.

And his peacenik supporters are furious.

Good.

6MI-GOPer // Dec 23, 2009 at 10:50 am

John G centers the target in the sights for all to see: “What’s more, the so-called stimulus package
cost $787 billion. That’s 20 to 25 times as much as the defense cuts Yglesias champions. Why not,
then, cut $40 billion in pork from the so-called stimulus package? Why force cuts on the defense
budget? Why now after the Obama administration has just enacted the most significant weapons
systems cuts in more than 30 years?”

Answer: ’cause those are the democrats’ pork and they still think anything spent on the military,
intelligence gathering, natl security, homeland security or border protection is wasteful. The Biden-
Obama plan: let NATO do it; if that fails, let Europe do it; if that fails, ask Russia for help. Plan #2:
divide Afghanistan into three parts… one for the corrupt Karzai-ACORN Lites, one for the Taliban,
one for alQaeda.

Modern democrats have never supported the military or a military mission since the party kicked out
all the conservatives and replaced them with weasels like NancyBoTox and HarryGreed. The Podesta
types will continue to scream: Cut the military; they aren’t us.

Obama-Biden and the democrats are conscientious objectors in the War on Terror. After ending
racism (sic) and securing a nuclear arms free world (sic) in 2009, Obama will get the Nobel Peace
Prize next year for emasculating the War on Terror. It’s what democrats do when in power… that,
and help our enemies get stronger.

It’s why American voters now trust Repblicans to lead on all the national agenda items over the
democrats –save education by a narrowing margin. Health care reform? Yep. Iraq? Yep. Natl
Security? Yep. Taxes, economy, immigration reform, ethics? Yep; yep; yep and more yep.

I’m not sure even a 2nd Nobel Peace Prize can save the democrats and Obama at this point. Our
military will just have to suffer through the lean times and hope sanity returns to the American
voter in 2010 and 2012.

7John Guardiano // Dec 23, 2009 at 10:58 am
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Teabag,
You’re a liar, and a purposeful liar at that. As I’ve told you previously, I am not now, nor have I
ever been a lobbyist. I am, however, (among other things), a blogger and a journalist.

A lobbyist is someone who lobbies Congress for the enactment or defeat of specific legislation. I
don’t do that, nor have I ever done that.

What I do do is write and publish about public-policy issues. No one pays me to do this. No
company or corporation hires me to write on their behalf. But the publications for which I write do
typically pay me; that is true. That’s called journalism, not lobbying.

Why don’t you understand this — and why do you persist in spreading lies? Why can’t you engage in
substantive dialogue and discussion? Why must you try to discredit your political and policy
opponents based on who and what they might be prrofessionally?

John

8garlic // Dec 23, 2009 at 11:36 am

John — thanks for the lobbyist rebuttal. Although past work on FCS does make you an interested
party, just as my defense contractor employer makes me an interested party.

I think the US budget is big enough and overspending enough that it’s a good idea to cut most
areas total funding, including defense. I think reprioritizing defense dollars based on where we see
future conflicts leading us makes a lot of sense — thus I agree with the F-22 cuts. While the US will
probably still have to shoulder the costs for an ability to globally position our military, cutbacks still
seem feasible.

9sinz54 // Dec 23, 2009 at 12:18 pm

garlic:

I think reprioritizing defense dollars based on where we see future conflicts leading us makes
a lot of sense — thus I agree with the F-22 cuts.

The proposal from these lefties is to cut the F-35 also.

The U.S. Air Force can’t be expected to prevail with 30 year old aircraft, against adversaries who
spend money to acquire modern fighters like the Sukhoi Su-30, which can outfly our current
fighters. But the Left wants it that way.

The Left has always tried to gut the military to the point that an American President won’t be able to
use military force with a reasonable chance of success. Hence, he’ll have no alternative but to
“negotiate” (a.k.a surrender).

That’s what the Left wants.
They see the Pentagon as a wasteful, criminal institution, out of which as much money can be
withdrawn as necessary because America shouldn’t be using military force.

Look at the record of someone like Rep. Barbara Lee. She has opposed every single military action
the U.S. has ever undertaken in her life. And she has voted to ZERO OUT, yes ZERO OUT, the
military budget, every single year till 9-11 happened. (She opposed a military response to 9-11
too.)
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The U.S. Air Force can’t be expected to prevail with 30 year old aircraft, against
adversaries who spend money to acquire modern fighters like the Sukhoi Su-30, which
can outfly our current fighters. But the Left wants it that way.

Which adversaries are buying the Sukhoi Su-30?
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